The Heart Sutra 



Let us now look directly at the Heart Sutra. Some of you, the practitioner of the 
Mahayana must be familiar with the Heart Sutra perhaps in Chinese. Let us say, first 
of all, these texts are quite old. Yesterday, we were talking about the dates of the 
texts with regard to the Perfection of Wisdom texts, and with regard to the Heart 
Sutra. We can say that these texts are rather really old. We can say so for number of 
reasons. I mentioned perhaps the oldest printed book in existence is a copy of the 
Diamond Sutra from China dated 868 C.E. The Perfection of Wisdom Discourse in 
eight thousand lines {Astasahasrka) was translated into Chinese in the second 
century C.E. Now this is relatively an early date and it means the Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutras were probably in existence in India at least a couple of hundred years 
earlier, because they had to gain acceptance and popularity in India before they were 
to be transmitted to and translated into Chinese. It is not likely that a text of 
importance like the Perfection of Wisdom Discourse in eight thousand lines appeared 
in India and got translated into Chinese in the space of one or two moths or years. It 
could have taken some times for these texts to achieve recognition for getting 
transmitted to China and translated into Chinese. We have, of course, also the story 
of Nagarjuna's connection with the Perfection of Wisdom texts. I eluded the story on 
the other day that Nagarjuna was taken to the land of the Nagas and there he was 
presented with the texts of the Perfection of Wisdom Discourses. Quite a nice present 
that Nagarjuna received from the Nagas. So we are talking about a collection of texts 
that is quite old. With regard to the Heart Sutra itself it may be as old as the some of 
the longest Prajhdpdramitd Sutras. It may be somewhat later date. It may have been 
condensed from the larger Prajhdpdramitd Sutras in somewhat later date. But it was 
most probably in existence quite some early period. 

§ 1 . The Principal Protagonists in the Sutra 

Now who were the principal protagonists in the dialogue in the Sutra? Who played 
important role in the Sutra? Sariputra, Avalokitesvara and the Buddha were the three 
main figures who appear in the Sutra. But in a way also the Buddha hardly appears. 
Why the Buddha doesn't appear? Why we easily miss the Buddha? Because the 
Buddha is in deep meditation. He is there but in meditation throughout the Sutra. 
Right at the end, he comes out of the meditation, and he says to Avalokitesvara, 
"Well done, well spoken, Sadhu, Sadhu." The Buddha was in meditation whole time 
but that doesn't prevent him to play the role in the discourse. In the beginning of the 
Sutra, it is said that the Buddha is in deep meditation and by the power of the 
Buddha, Sariputra puts this question to Avalokitesvara. Here you can see how the 
Mahayana thought runs and what the Mahayana conception is with regard to the 
Buddha. You can notice here that the Buddha can be in meditation and yet he can 
still be the primary mover. He can still instigate or his power can still bring about an 
activity in the world. He can be seen in deep meditation and yet his direction/his 
energy can move Sariputra to put question to Avalokitesvara. So in the Sutra, we are 
told that Avalokitesvara is coursing in/traveling in the deep of perfection of wisdom. 
He is looking down upon the aggregates and sees the aggregates are empty and so 
forth. Then by the power of the Buddha, Sariputra asks Avalokitesvara, "How the sons 
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and daughters of the good family practice the perfection of wisdom?" This is the 
question Sariputra puts foreword. Then, of course, Avalokitesvara gives the answer, 
which is the substance or the main message of the discourse. 

§ 2 . Emptiness {sunyata) 

2.1. Sunya Means Empty of the Abhidharmika 

Categories/Elements 

Here in the Heart Sutra what do we find? We find that the Abhidharmika category of 
principal elements/the principal components/the phenomena are declared to be 
empty. How the Sutra begins? The Sutra begins when Sariputra asks this question to 
Avalokitesvara inspired by the Buddha, "How the sons and daughters of the good 
family practice the perfection of Wwsdom, Journey in the perfection of wisdom, 
travel in the perfection of wisdom?" 

And Avalokitesvara says, "Sariputra, form is emptiness, and emptiness is form. Form 
is not different from emptiness and emptiness is not different from form. And so too, 
feeling, perception, volition and for consciousness." 

And then he goes on to say, "In emptiness there is none of the elements, there is no 
eye element, no ear element, no nose element, no tongue element" etc. etc. 

The Sutra goes through all the principal elements of the Abhidharmika analysis 
beginning with form (form is emptiness and emptiness is form) and then goes on to 
all the eighteen elements (dhatus). Finally, the Sutra declares that none of these 
elements exist in emptiness; each and one of them does not exist in emptiness. In 
emptiness there is no element of eye consciousness etc. So the whole Abhidharmika 
analysis of experience of reality is declared to be empty because everything is 
dependent. All the factors are depended. None of the factors exist by their own right. 
None of them exist independently, so they are all empty. 

I hope all of you are familiar with the Abhidharmika analysis. In Buddhism we arrive 
at the eighteen elements through the analysis of processes of experience/through 
the processes of perception. In every case of experience, we have three elements. We 
have sense organ, the sense object and we have the sense/mind consciousness that 
is the awareness. So for example, in the case of sense of vision, we have the faculty of 
vision that is eyes, we have the visible object and we have the eye consciousness 
which is conceptualized by the mind and then we have mental awareness of the 
object. Here we have three elements: the sense of vision, the object of vision (that is 
the flower, the tree, the building, a person whatever may be a object of vision) and 
we have the consciousness of the object. Now if any of these three are missing we 
don't have the experience. If our eyes are closed, we won't see a tree, we won't be 
conscious of the tree. If there is no tree, we won't see the tree and we won't be 
conscious of the tree. If our eyes are open and the tree is in front of us but our mind 
is elsewhere or distracted we won't be conscious of the tree. So we need to have the 
combination of these three elements to have visual consciousness. And the same is 
true with regard to remaining five faculties. In Buddhism mind is also a faculty. So we 
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need mind. We need a thought/a dharma/an idea; we need mind consciousness. We 
need mind to be conscious of an idea. So it needs to be stated whether it is visual, 
whether it is auditory, olfactory (sense of smell) and so forth. In all these cases we 
have three elements: the mind, the organ and the object. These are the eighteen 
elements {dhatus) of experience according to the Abhidharma analysis. Three 
elements that comprise the eighteen dhatus are: six organs, six sense spheres, six 
consciousness, three times six. All the eighteen elements are declared by the Sutra to 
be empty. So this is the main body of the text. 

A good portion of the Sutra is occupied with the declaration that this is how the sons 
and daughters of the good family are to follow the practice of the perfection of 
wisdom by understanding that the form is emptiness and emptiness is the form; form 
is not different from emptiness and emptiness is not different from form. In 
emptiness there is no eye, no ear, no nose; none of the sense faculties exist in 
emptiness. There is no object, no form, no sound, no smell etc. and there is no eye 
consciousness, no ear consciousness all the way up to no mind consciousness. So the 
five aggregates are all empty, not different from emptiness and in emptiness none of 
these eighteen elements, (which are the result of the Abhidharmika analysis of 
experience), exist. This is the first and most direct message of the Sutra declaring the 
emptiness of the categories of elements that are identified by the Abhidharmika 
analysis. 

So you can see the very close relationship between the Abhidharma and the Heart 
Sutra. You might think it is strange. But actually, the relationship between position 
and counter-position, the relationship between theses and anti-thesis is a very close 
relationship. 

This is what the Perfection of Wisdom literature is concerned about by overthrowing 
the realistic Abhidharmika conception/analysis. Abhidharma is realism in so far as it 
leads us to real elements/real factors. And the Heart Sutra declares that these real 
factors are empty, which means essentially they are insubstantial and they are 
depended upon other factors. 

2.2. The Concept of Emptiness 

2.2.1. Emptiness is Just a Name For Interdependent Co-arising 

Now, at this point, I want to examine (a little bit of) the concept of emptiness/the 
doctrine of emptiness. What is this emptiness? Certainly there is a close relation 
between emptiness and impermanence. This has been declared by the Mahayana 
Masters. For example, there was an argument whether Arhats do understand 
emptiness or they don't? And one of the great Mahayana master CandrakTrti said, 
indeed the Arhats do understand emptiness, because their understanding of 
impermanence implies that they understand emptiness. We also learn in the 
Mahayana/Vajrayana tradition that impermanence is achieved by understanding 
emptiness. By understanding impermanence we can achieve the understanding of 
emptiness. Certainly emptiness is very closely related to impermanence. Let us 
concentrate on first what emptiness is not. 
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c Emptiness is not a thing. It is not an entity. It is not a metaphysical principle, 
c Emptiness is just about a name for Interdependent Co-arising. Emptiness is 
also identical with the middle way. 

2.2.2. Emptiness Is Also Identical With the Middle Way 

Why do we say this? Because, emptiness teaches that reality is beyond existence and 
non-existence. We return to our old friend existence and non-existence about which 
the Buddha talked to Kaccayana. Emptiness is identical with Interdependent Co- 
arising and identical with the Middle Way. At one point Nagarjuna declared that, 
Emptiness, Interdependent Co-arising and Middle Way are identical in meaning. They 
are identical in meaning because emptiness teaches the state of neither existent nor 
non-existent. And this is exactly the Buddha said to Kaccayana in Kaccayanagotta 
Sutta. The Buddha said that the world originates/world appears. We experience the 
world; the world is here. From that point, no body can maintain non-existence. 
Everywhere you look you experience world. It exists. It's there. You can't say it does 
not exist. Of course, it exists. But from the fact that the world disappears, that this 
table is going to disappear, that we all will cease to be, that we all are impermanent 
we cannot say the world exists. Also it does not exist in any substantial, permanent 
manner. It exists in a manner as seen in a dream; in a manner of illusion. It exists in a 
provisional manner, like a dream. So it is beyond existence and non-existence. You 
can't say something seen in a dream is non-existence, because you thought, you 
experienced it as real in your dream. But you can't say also that it exists, because 
when you wake up it is no longer there. So it isn't truly existent also. 

2.2.3. Sunyatd is Not Nothingness 

Lot of people has difficulty with emptiness. Lot of people has misinterpreted 
emptiness. The Sanskrit word sunyata has been consistently translated as emptiness 
in western translation and we are now for practical purposes stuck with it. In many 
cases, I would prefer to use relativity as a translation for sunyata, because it doesn't 
mean nothingness. It is relativity. Sunyata is multifaceted, a very rich term in Sanskrit. 
In India sunya is zero. In Thai also 'Sun' means zero. Now you can say, what is zero? 
Zero is just zero, nothing. But it is not so. Without zero you won't have ten. Without 
zero you won't have hundred or thousand. Zero is a very important number. It is not 
just a zero. Zero has the capacity to multiply. Otherwise, if it wasn't for zero, we all 
get stuck in nine. You won't get beyond nine. You have to say two times nine, three 
times nine and so on. It would be very complicated. So zero is very useful. The term 
sunya in Sanskrit also means swollen. It also has the sense of being pregnant, being 
full like a balloon. So the sunya has this kind of ambiguity in the original term, which 
is certainly not nothingness. But let's put that aside for a moment. 

2.2.4. Sunyatd Is Not to be Taken as a View or Dogma 

Sunyata is something not to be held onto. It is not a view. I remind you again the 
parable of raft. This applies also to sunyata. Sunyata is not to be taken as a view or 
dogma. Nagarjuna says, that sunyata is the end of all views and those who grasp 
sunyata as a view, they are hopeless. 
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2.2.5. Sunyata Is a Relative, A Provisional Designation 

So what is sunyata? Sunyata is a relative, a provisional designation. It is a 
pedagogical/teaching device. It is a term used in order to describe the 
interdependence of things, insubstantiality of things, the fact that things are mutually 
dependent. It is used as a provisional term for designating the interdependence of 
the things. That's why in one of the commentaries of the Mahayana Sutras there is a 
list of sixteen types of emptiness. One of the sixteen types of emptiness is 'emptiness 
of emptiness.' So emptiness is also empty. Emptiness is also insubstantial. (Try to 
follow this; this is bit tricky). Nagarjuna says, 

If there were something non-empty then there might be something empty. 

Since there is nothing non-empty, how can there be something empty? 
This is almost like a Zen poem. But what it means is that emptiness only has its 
meaning if there were something that has substance. If there were something that 
really existed then you can talk about something being empty. Since there is nothing 
that has real self-existence or svabhava, there is nothing that has 'nih-svabhava.' It is 
relative. It is relativity of emptiness and non-emptiness. It is only the relativity of 
existence and non-existence. 

Think about for a moment, just do a mental exercise. In the case of existence, can 
you think about existence without thinking about non-existence? Can you do it? 
What is existence? Existence is which is non-existence. They are inter-related. You 
can't separate them. What about tall and short? How can you think about tall without 
thinking about short? You may say, 'he is tall.' Tall, in relation to whom? I am short in 
relation to a tall person and tall in relation to a short person. So these are relative 
terms. Similarly, the terms far and near are relative. 

[When I was in Singapore, I was given a Government fiat in Jurong East. I don't know how many of you 
know the Singapore geography, Singapore is forty Kilometer long. My office was in the centre of town. 
My colleagues would say, your house is so far from the office. I know who live in mid-west in the United 
States who would drive four hours to eat in an Indian restaurant. For them that was not far. For 
Singaporean if you drive for twenty minutes it is far.] 

Near and far, short or long, existence and non-existence - all of these are relative. 
They only have meaning in relation to each other. So sunyata only has meaning in 
relation to svabhava. It only has meaning in relation to the idea of substantial 
existence. 

2.3. The Purpose of Emptiness 

Now what is the purpose of sunyata? What is the purpose of Emptiness? The 
purpose of Emptiness is to act as a corrective/an antidote to the belief in the real 
independent existence of things or factors. That is the sunyata. Sunyata is a medicine; 
it is the corrective of mistaken belief in real existence of entity. Sunyata is nothing by 
itself. When the mistaken belief of real, independent existence of entity is overcome, 
then you no longer need sunyata. Sunyata is just an antidote, a corrective. It 
neutralizes the poison of the belief in the real independent existence of the thing. 
That's why we say sunyata is like medicine. When you get over with illness (here 
again you can recall the example of the raft) you don't keep on taking the medicine. 
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If you have a fever, you go to the doctor and he gives you antibiotic that you take it 
for a week and get over with fever. Although you don't have a fever anymore but 
thinking that the medicine is very good, will you keep on taking the medicine? No, 
you stop taking the medicine, because your disease is cured. You don't need the 
medicine anymore. Similarly, sunyata is not something to be held on to. It is not 
something to be clung to. We also say sunyata is like salt. How is it like salt? It is like 
salt in the sense that you put little bit of salt in your food to make your food nice, 
more appetizing and palatable. But if you eat a spoon-full of salt by itself, it is 
terrible. You can't eat salt by itself. A little pinch of salt in your food is fine. But salt by 
itself is terrible. It is same with sunyata. Little pinch of sunyata in everything is fine. 
Everything works, but sunyata by itself, you are looking for trouble. It's going to be 
unpalatable. It's going to be indigestible. So sunyata has to be used with wisdom. It 
has to be used with prudence. You have to understand what is the purpose of 
sunyata. 

What we mean by emptiness? Everybody talks about emptiness. What is emptiness? 
Emptiness is just another term for interdependence of thing, the insubstantiality of 
entity. That is sunyata. Sunyata is not something to hold on to. It is not something 
like a prize, something like a precious jewel that you hold on to. It is just a teaching 
device. It is just a way to help us get over attachment to the existence of 
independent thing/the belief in the existence of the independent thing. 

2.4. The Non-differentiation Of samsara And nirvana Is 

The Consequences Of Emptiness 

At this point, I hope that I have calm down the fear some of you have regarding 
sunyata. It is not so terrible, not so frightening. Of course, it can be frightening. It can 
be frightening for those people, who like to hold on to the thing. If you say to some 
people to let go off the raft, some people will object. They would plead for not taking 
away their raft. Indeed, some people are frightened by it actually. It has some quite 
dramatic consequences in relativity. Let's use relativity; it's a nice word. Relativity has 
something quite serious consequences for some fundamental Buddhist notion, for 
some fundamental Buddhist duality like samsara and nirvana. [May I say Buddhist 
duality; I may be heretical.] What about samsara and nirvana? What effect emptiness 
has with samsara and nirvana? The effect is pretty dramatic, because emptiness 
means, there is no real difference between samsara and nirvana. The non- 
differentiation of samsara and nirvana, identity of samsara and nirvana is one of the 
consequences of emptiness. Now I am sure, some of you are getting little bit worried. 
Now what we are going to do if we don't have samsara and nirvana, where are we? 
What is going to happen? But, of course, samsara and nirvana are not real. They are 
interdependent. How can you think of nirvana without samsara? What is nirvana? 
nirvana is the opposite of samsara. samsara is the opposite of nirvana. You cannot 
think of one thing without thinking of the other. Take out one and see what happens. 
If you eliminate samsara, you eliminate nirvana also. There is no more nirvana. You 
cannot have nirvana without samsara. As long as you have nirvana you will have 
samsara also. Because they are interdependent. So emptiness is beyond all extremes, 
beyond all reality, beyond all alternatives, samsara and nirvana, according to the 
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Prajhaparamita, according to the Mahayana tradition, are the products of the mind. 
The distinction of samsara and nirvana is the projective distinction, samsara is reality 
seen from the point of view of a defiled/afflicted mind, nirvana is reality seen from 
the point of view of purified mind. There is no difference in the reality. Reality is, 
'tathata,' suchness, just that, neither this nor that. It is the mind that creates samsara 
and nirvana. It is a subjective distinction, the distinction created by mind. It is also 
true that there is a distinction between the 'samskrta dharmas' (conditioned factors) 
and the 'asamskrta dharmas' (unconditioned factors). They are also Abhidharmika 
categories. Conditioned factors are those that make up the world. Nirvana is one of 
the unconditioned factors. But the conditioned factors really don't exist. Why? What 
are the characteristics of the conditioned factors? Characteristics of the conditioned 
factors are, origination, duration and destruction. But in emptiness there is no 
origination. What is there to be originated? There is no duration, no destruction. And 
we'll investigate this in detail in the teachings and works of Nagarjuna later (in the 
second half of this course). But the fact is that we can understand this by means of 
analogy of dream. In the Samddhirdja Sutra, there is a famous analogy of a dream of 
a virgin girl. The virgin girl had a dream. In the dream she gives birth to a son and 
still in the dream the son dies. When the son was born, she was overjoyed. When the 
son died, she was distraught and then when she awakens from the dream she 
realizes that the son was never really born and never really died. Similarly, all things 
are never really born and never really perish. Why? Because, they don't exist in reality. 
Their existence is like the existence of an object in a dream. One of the favorite 
examples of the Prajhaparamita literature and Mahayana, in general, is the example 
of magical illusion. It says basically, those people who are foolish may be taken in by 
the magical illusion, but those people who are wise, they are not excited when they 
see a magical show and they are not upset when the magically created person or 
elephant or whatever disappear. And now a days lot of people would think this 
example isn't worth very much, because we don't believe in magic any more. All 
right, what about the hologram? What do you think about hologram? A hologram 
can project a three-dimensional image of an apple. You can walk all around that 
apple. You can see the apple from every side. If you reach to take the apple, it is not 
there. That is a pretty good magical show. It is also a pretty good example of 
emptiness and how all things are empty. We are used to lot of illusion then we 
understand them. When some primitive tribes were first shown television, they were 
astonished. Their first reaction was how they get all those little people in the box? 
And that was perfectly natural reaction for someone who doesn't know how 
television works. We know how television works so we are not worried about it. We 
are not upset when the little people died in it, because we know this is an image, a 
magical show. [I know some people cry after seeing some sad movies but, in general, 
people are not taken in by this magical show]. Similarly, if we can understand the 
whole world like a magical show then we won't be attached to things. We won't 
grasp them. We won't be upset when things disappear or when things fall apart. We 
can understand everything is like a magical show, everything originate and exists 
dependent upon causes and condition. You won't get to watch the Television 
without the hardware of the television, without the transmission, without the station, 
without the electricity. All depends on causes and condition, and all disappears when 
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power goes off, when the television set breaks, when the television station shuts 
down for the night, because everything is part of causes and conditions. And we are 
all part of causes and conditions. We are all here because of causes and conditions. 
We are not here by our own right. We don't have any certificate of substantiality. 
Show me your certificate of substantiality. Are you really here? Am I really here? I am 
here because of causes and conditions. And when those causes and conditions 
change, I won't be here. I might be in Chiangmai. I might be untraceable. Who 
knows? All of our existence is provisional exactly like people and things in a dream. 
Nothing is permanent or substantial. Everything is provisional, just an appearance, 
like a dream, like a mirage and so on. The Sutra has more to say about some of the 
fundamental teachings of Buddhism regarding ignorance and destruction of 
ignorance and so forth. 

I will continue with the lecture where I left off, because we haven't finished with the 
materials regarding the Heart Sutra. In the last session I was talking about how the 
Heart Sutra teaches the identity or non-differentiation of samsara and nirvana, and I 
referred to the stanza from the Muiamadhyamakakdrika of Nagarjuna where he says, 
"there is not a slightest difference between samsara and nirvana." There is not the 
least distinction between samsara and nirvana. The limit of samsara is the limit of 
nirvana and the limit of nirvana is the limit of samsara. 

Now nowhere in the Heart Sutra it is stated that the samsara and nirvana are not 
different, but the Heart Sutra does say that there is no origination and there is no 
cessation. The Heart Sutra also does say that there is no suffering, no cause of 
suffering, no end of suffering, no path, no attainment, no non-attainment, no 
ignorance, no destruction of ignorance, no old age and no death and so on. So all of 
these dualities are negated explicitly by the Heart Sutra. Especially, the negation of 
origination and cessation/extinction make the non-differentiation of samsara and 
nirvana possible. Samsara is what originated and destroyed but according to the 
Heart Sutra there is no origination, there is no birth, because there is no birth there is 
no destruction, there is no extinction. As far as the Mahayana Sutra literature is 
concerned it employs examples. They use examples to demonstrate the fact that 
there is no origination, there is no real birth. There is no real coming into existence 
and no real passing away, there is no real extinction or death. 

Yesterday, from the Samadhiraja Sutra I mentioned the example of a dream of a 
virgin girl who dreams of giving birth to a son and dreams that son dies. The point 
that the example makes is that there is no real birth and real death, because the birth 
and death in the dream never happened. Birth/origination, duration and destruction 
are the characteristic marks of the 'samskrta dharma', conditioned factors. The 
absence of origination, duration and destruction are the characteristics of the 
'asamskrta dharma' the unconditioned factors or nirvana. Since there is no real 
origination, duration and destruction, there is no characteristic marks of the 
conditioned factors. And since there are no conditioned factors, there can't be any 
unconditioned factors. Since there is no real birth and death, there is also no real 
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absence of birth and death. The Mahayana Sutra literature made this point with the 
help of examples. 

[In the later half of this course, we will be looking into the Madhyamaka system of 
Nagarjuna, which is considerably based on the Prajhaparamita literature, and there we 
will see a logical way to demonstrate the non-origination of the factors.] 

The Sutra literature, I mentioned to you right in the beginning of the course, is not 
bothered with argument, logical and systematical reasoning. The Sutra literature is 
confined itself to similes and examples and declarations. And this is the case here in 
the Heart Sutra also. There is no origination, no cessation; there is no increase and no 
decrease. Now you have the text and I will have someone to read the Heart Sutra in 
the class later today. It is very auspicious to hear the Heart Sutra in any case and it 
will confer blessings upon all of us. All these declarations of the Heart Sutra are 
normally treated as the fundamental truths of Buddhism. Ignorance, the extinction of 
ignorance, birth, old age, death, extinction of old age and death, the four noble 
truths: suffering, the origin of suffering, the cause of suffering, the cessation of 
suffering, the path, the attainment, the non-attainment are all non-existent. None of 
these exist in emptiness. This is the message of the Sutra. This is what the Sutra tells 
us that none of these exist in reality. They don't exist in emptiness. They don't exist, 
because they are interdependent and relative. The samsara and the nirvana are 
relative. Ignorance and the destruction of ignorance are relative. Suffering and the 
end of suffering are relative. The cause and the path are all relative. The attainment 
and non-attainment are also relative. What is there to attain? Who attains it? All of 
these belong to the sphere of relative. We'll talk about these in more detail later but I 
can say at this point also all of these things according to Mahayana belong to what 
we call conventional truth or even more directly we can call it worldly convention 
that belongs to the world {lokavyavahdra). 

§ 3 . Prajhaparamita Is The Mother Of All The 

Buddhas 

Now, I am going to digress a little bit from the Sutra. We'll talk about some of the 
similes that the Mahayana commonly uses and these similes are found, for example, 
in the Astasahasrikd Prajhaparamita (the Perfection of Wisdom Discourse in Eight 
Thousand Lines). Mahayana uses some of these similes to explain or indicate the 
greatness and importance of the Perfection of Wisdom {Prajhaparamita). So to begin 
with we find that Prajhaparamita, the perfection of wisdom is called the mother of all 
Tathagatas/the mother of all the Buddhas. In what sense the perfection of wisdom is 
the mother of all the Buddhas? Because it is through the perfection of wisdom or 
relying on the perfection of wisdom all the enlightened ones/all the Tathagatas 
become Perfectly Enlightened Buddhas. And in fact, this we do find towards the end 
of the Heart Sutra. It is said that by relying upon the perfection of wisdom that all the 
Tathagatas of the three times have achieved and will achieve supreme and perfect 
enlightenment. So you can see here how the perfection of wisdom is of paramount 
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importance for the Mahayana and for the Mahayana practitioner who wants to attain 
Buddhahood. 

I mentioned yesterday that the perfection of wisdom is one of the six perfections, 
which are the heart of the Bodhisattva path that enable us to become Buddhas. In 
the Perfection of Wisdom Discourses we find this perfection of wisdom compared to a 
sighted guide. Other perfections such as generosity, morality, patience, energy and 
meditation are like blind men. A collection of blind men can never reach their 
destination without the help of a sighted guide. So the perfection of wisdom is like a 
sighted guide. The perfection of wisdom is the eyes of the other perfections. The 
other perfections will never reach Buddhahood without the perfection of wisdom. 
One can practice generosity, morality and so forth for countless eons but will never 
achieve Buddhahood without the perfection of wisdom. And in fact, it is the 
perfection of wisdom that turns the other practices, generosity, and morality and so 
forth into perfection, into paramita. We'll see how that is possible shortly when we 
will look at some of the important teachings of the Diamond Sutra, the Vajracchedika 
Sutra. 

The text also says that the perfection of wisdom for the Bodhisattva, for one who 
practices on the Bodhisattva path, is like the baking of a clay jar. If you leave a clay jar 
unbaked, it is very fragile. It can break very easily. Once you baked it in the oven, it 
becomes hard and becomes difficult to break. And in the same way, a Bodhisattva 
who doesn't practice perfection of wisdom is liable to break. A Bodhisattva who 
doesn't realize the perfection of wisdom is subjected to shatter. But if he understands 
and practices the perfection of wisdom then he becomes unbreakable. He becomes 
strong. So all of these benefits from the practice of the perfection of wisdom by 
understanding and realizing it are described in the text. 

§ 4 . Dharanis 

Now we return to the actual point of the Heart Sutra. We find here an example of a 
mnemonic device, the device that enables us to remember something in our 
memory. This sort of device is quite common throughout the Mahayana tradition. 
This is called 'dharani' and 'mantra.' The dharanis are something that helps us to 
remember. It helps us to hold on to the teachings, to a particular meaning. This is the 
meaning of the term. We have a number of dharanis in the Mahayana tradition. One 
of the very popular dharani is the Mahakarunikacitta-dharani, which is recited very 
often in China and which has become also popular in other Buddhist countries. And 
we have also a number of mantras. The mantras are particularly, of course, 
extensively used in the Vajrayana tradition and there we have some very famous 
mantras like the one which is very commonly known, 'om mani padme hum.' 
However, even here in the Mahayana literature we have some mantras. The Heart 
Sutra refers to the mantra of perfection of wisdom. 

Now, I should point out, the use of dharani is not exclusively a Mahayana 
phenomenon. We do have in Pali tradition a great many 'parittas' which in some 
extent counterparts of dharanis and which are commonly used by the lay people in 
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Sri Lanka. I have been told that they keep the book of partitas on the shrine. We have 
a considerable venerable history of the use of parittas (protective charm) in the 
Theravada tradition also. 

So here in this text, we are presented with the mantra of Prajhaparamita/the mantra 
of the perfection of wisdom. The mantra is 'Tadyatha, Om gate, gate, paragate, 
parasamgate, bodhi svdhd.' This we can translate roughly as 'Thus, om, gone, gone, 
well gone, gone beyond, enlightenment, hail.' It is the mantra, which encapsulates 
the idea behind the perfection of wisdom that is the 'wisdom gone, gone, gone well 
beyond, enlightenment, hail.' The Sutra tells us that mantra makes unequal equal. 
This mantra pacifies all suffering. This mantra is true and never false and so forth. 
This mantra has many qualities. So if you can't recite the whole Sutra everyday at 
least recite this mantra few times each day. This mantra will bring great benefit to all 
of you. The Sutra is now drawing to its conclusion. It talks about how this mantra is 
going beyond the achievement of enlightenment. At this point, we find the Buddha, 
finally, participating in the Sutra. He comes out of his deep meditative concentration 
to commend Avalokitesvara on his preaching of the Prajhaparamita Hrdaya Sutra, 
the Heart Sutra. The Buddha comes out of his meditation and say, "well said, well 
said. Thus the sons and daughters of the good family trained themselves in the 
perfection of wisdom." The Buddha although was behind the scene, was the mover, 
the instigator of the dialogue, instigator of the question that Sariputra put to 
Avalokitesvara. The Buddha remained in the background throughout the discourse. 
Now towards the end the Buddha emerges from his deep meditation in order to 
praise Avalokitesvara on his exposition of the perfection of wisdom. 

Now, I try to put the matter of the Perfection of Wisdom Discourse in some content. 
We have noticed that Perfection of Wisdom Discourse are primarily occupied with the 
exposition of emptiness with the statement that all these various elements of 
Buddhist doctrines are in reality empty. The Abhidharmika analysis of reality, the 
various soteriological or religious categories of Buddhism like the four noble truths, 
ignorance and the destruction of ignorance, destruction of birth, old age and death, 
question of birth, old age and death, origination, cessation etc. the categories and 
components of Buddhist Law/the Dharma that enunciated by the Buddha at the deer 
park in Varanasi, which are found already in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, the 
first discourse delivered by the Buddha - all of these are in reality empty. All of these 
in reality do not exist. They cannot exist in emptiness. Now what is the meaning of 
this declaration? What is the purpose of this declaration? The fundamental purpose 
of the Heart Sutra, as also in the Diamond Sutra, which we'll look into shortly, is to 
distinguish the two truth: conventional truth and the ultimate truth. 

§ 5 . The Distinction Between The Conventional Truth 

And Ultimate Truth 

What I want to talk about now is the distinction between the conventional truth and 
ultimate truth or worldly convention and ultimate truth. Again this is not something 
invented by the Mahayana. The Mahayana didn't invent the distinction between the 
conventional truth and ultimate truth. In Sanskrit it is vyavahdra and paramartha. In 
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Pali it is vohara and paramattha. So the terms conventional truth and ultimate truth 
are there in the Pali tradition. The difference is in the interpretation. 

In general, in the Theravada tradition when people speak in terms of T, 'mine' and 
'object' that is vohara or the conventional truth. For example, if I were to say, 
'Devadatta is going into his house' that would be a statement made in accordance 
with conventional truth. I am talking about a person, that is Devadatta and I am 
talking about a unitary object that is house. Or even the Buddha, for example, 
occasionally said, "I now go to Uruvela", and that would be a statement made in 
accordance with conventional truth, because it talks about a person and object. 
Again in general terms within the Theravada tradition, when we talk in term of 
practice, when we talk in term of dhammas such as skandha, dhatu and ayatana, all 
those statements would be in accordance with the ultimate truth. That would be a 
description of statement made in agreement according to the ultimate truth. So 
generally, this is the definition of the two truths in the Theravada. More specifically in 
the Abhidharma we have four ultimate realities, three conditioned and one 
unconditioned. The four ultimate according to the Abhidharma are citta, cetasika, 
rupa and nirvana. To render them in English they would be mind, mental states, 
matter and nirvana. Citta, cetasika and rupa are conditioned where as nirvana is 
unconditioned. Now what happened in the Mahayana? 

The Mahayana says, if something is conditioned, it can't be ultimate. This is just as 
Interdependent Co-arising and independent existence {pratityasamutpdda) and 
svabhdva are contradictory. If something is pratityasamutpdda it can't havesvabhava. 
It can't have its own being. Similarly, if something is conditioned, it can't be ultimate, 
because ultimate things are unconditioned. So from the Mahayana point of view the 
only ultimate reality is nirvana. The only ultimate reality is unconditioned. So that's 
why all of these analysis such as the five aggregates, the the six ayatanas, eighteen 
dhdtus, the origination, the duration, the destruction, increase, decrease, old age, 
ignorance, destruction of ignorance, destruction of old age and death, the four noble 
truths are all conventional. They are all relative; they depend upon other things. I just 
talked about how nirvana and samsara are relative and in that sense even nirvana is 
conditioned because nirvana doesn't exist by itself. It exists in opposition to samsara. 
Basically what the Mahayana says is that anything that you can put into words is 
conventional truth, not ultimate truth, because the ultimate truth (paramdrtha satyd) 
is inexpressible and inconceivable. We call the teaching of the perfection of wisdom 
that is expounded in the Heart Sutra and in the Diamond Sutra is the ultimate truth. 
When we say that in emptiness there is no eye, no ear, no nose, no form, no sound, 
no smell, no form, no feeling, no perception, no volition, no eye consciousness, no 
ear consciousness, no mind consciousness then we call such statements as the 
ultimate truth. Why do we call it ultimate truth? Not because it is really ultimate 
truth. Actually it is part of conventional truth. So we call it ultimate truth as a favor. 
We call it ultimate truth, because it points at ultimate truth. It is not ultimate truth 
but it points to the ultimate truth. Anything you can put into words, anything 
conceivable is not ultimate truth. That's why we can say on one hand, nirvana is only 
the ultimate truth , because nirvana is indefinable. Yesterday someone asked me how 
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we define nirvana. We don't define nirvana. It is not existence, it is not non-existence; 
it is not earth, water, fire or air. It is the supreme bliss but then it is none of those 
things. It is really inexpressible and indefinable. So the ultimate truth is really 
inexpressible and indefinable. We have certain texts like the Heart Sutra and the 
Diamond Sutra and so forth that point to the ultimate truth. They only point to it. 
This is not ultimate truth. So the Heart Sutra is not the ultimate truth. What is it 
pointing at by saying that there is no form, feeling etc.? That is pointing towards the 
ultimate truth. That's why even sunyata is not the ultimate truth. I told you yesterday 
that there is emptiness of emptiness. Emptiness is only a corrective for beliefs in 
svabhava, believing in self-existence. So none of these are actually ultimate truth. But 
we just tag it, we label it as the ultimate truth, because it point towards ultimate 
truth. It's objective is ultimate truth. Just like the signboard points towards Hatyai or 
Penang. It is not Hatyai or Penang but it points to Hatyai or Penang. So for that 
reason we call it sigh board pointing to Hatyai or Penang. It is something that points 
to ultimate truth. That hints at ultimate truth is conclusive to understanding of the 
ultimate truth. So long this system work, so long it can be tagged into the context, it 
is not ultimate truth. The Mahayana moved the goal post; it raised the bar. What is 
ultimate truth? The dharmas, the skandhas, the dyatanas and so forth are not the 
ultimate truth. Ultimate truth is what it inexpressible, inconceivable, and what we can 
call for the sake of convenience nirvana is ultimate truth, the only ultimate truth. 
Nagarjuna says, "nirvana is the only truth; everything else is false." So all of these 
message, all of these paths, all of these training techniques, all of these concepts that 
we have are to aid us to get away from that samsdra and achieve nirvana. All of these 
are part of the path, part of conventional truth. They are not ultimate truth. They do 
not exist in the ultimate truth. So the purpose of the Prajhdpdramitd is to point at the 
ultimate truth, to turn people's minds away, let them to get rid of the raft and to look 
toward ultimate truth. It teaches them not to hold on to the dharmas, not to hold on 
to particular formulation but to turn their mind toward ultimate truth, toward what is 
beyond existence and non-existence. As the Buddha told Kaccayana that existence 
and non-existence are the cause that keep people remain in bondage. They have to 
turn their mind beyond existence and non-existence, beyond identity and difference 
and look for that which is really unconditioned. The really unconditioned is beyond 
words and thoughts or ideas. 

We have some similes here, which also appear in the Diamond Sutra. I want to give 
you an idea what sort of reality we are talking about here. One of the examples is 
that of the stars. I don't know why the Buddha chose to use star as example. It 
actually is a very appropriate example. Even the scientists with telescope may 
observe a particular star and that star might not exist any longer because it takes so 
long for the light of that star to reach us. That means we might be observing a star 
that might no longer exists or doesn't exist in the form of the observer. So the first 
example is of the star. Then we have the example of lamp. The example of the flame 
in an oil lamp was used by the Buddha in the Majjhima Nikdya. It says that the flame 
is not in the oil, not in the wick, it is nowhere in between. It has no self-existence, no 
svabhava. Then there is the example of the magical show/the magical illusion. Again I 
talked about this yesterday that if you don't believe in magic, let's take the example 
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of the hologram. When things appear, they appear as if they are really there, it is just 
hallucination. Then the example of dew drops. The dewdrops are there for a moment 
and then they disappear. Then the Buddha talked about the mass of whole 
phenomena as foam or bubble. The Buddha talked about dream of a virgin girl. So 
everything is like dream. They are like flash of lightening for a moment. They are 
insubstantial like cloud. All of these phenomena are conditioned, insubstantial and 
empty. We can't pin them down. I have some personal interest in this area and it is 
remarkable that twentieth century science, quantum theory in particular has come to 
the same conclusion. Because when they went in search for atoms they found atoms 
are not unitary and when they went in search for sub-atomic particle they found they 
couldn't pin them down. They were like ghosts. In fact Heisenberg, one of the fathers 
of the twentieth century quantum mechanics say that, the whole universe is like a 
nebulous, a cloudy ghost. We can't pin anything down. There is nothing substantial. 
It's just like a cloud, just like a mist. So it is remarkable that what the Buddha and the 
great Buddhist masters understood through meditation and understood through 
their profound examination of reality/the profound observation of what was 
real/how things really work, these scientists arrived at the similar conclusion. The 
twentieth century science arrived at the laboratory using the technique of 
experimental science and the conclusion was astonishingly similar. I am finished with 
the Heart Sutra here. Next I am going to take up the Diamond Sutra. So if you have 
any question you can ask now. 
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